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“Women are no longer meant to sit at home and do the 
chores. If they do not go out and participate in things such 
as the UDMC, they will never be able to break the shackles 
they have been put in. I feel I have learned so much from 

my time in the UDMC and I could not have gained this 
knowledge sitting at home” 

- Meherunnisa, UDMC member
Chaugram, Natore
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Bangladesh is a country that faces a variety of natural disasters, overpopulation, poverty and 

other adversities that challenge the lives and livelihoods of its people. Women face the brunt of 

these hardships, because of the socio-economic differences and inequalities that are prevalent, 

alongside the impacts of disasters and climate change, especially in drought, flood, and coastal 

areas. Over the last 30 years, many more women have died in natural disasters than men, due to 

their lower economic status, lack of social capital, and lack of disaster preparedness. As climate 

change impacts continue to rise, greater numbers of women in Bangladesh will be affected, more 

frequently. With these considerations, the government of Bangladesh established the Union 

Disaster Management Committee, based on the Standing Order of Disasters, in 2010, established 

to carry out disaster management activities as preventative actions, mitigation measures, and 

preparedness activities. As automatic members of the UDMC from the Union Parishad, women 

play complex roles in the activities of the committee, ensuring that there are representatives of 

women in the community within a disaster management body in each area of Bangladesh. 

This study aimed to understand the participation, perceptions, and knowledge of differentiated 

impacts of disasters and disaster risk reduction on women and men. It found that women’s 

socio-economic status, their understanding of their own capabilities, gender biases, and cultural 

and religious barriers in society restrict opportunities for women to participate and contribute in 

positive ways to the activities, especially field-based ones, of the UDMC. The study was conducted 

in ten upazillas of ten districts in Bangladesh, with two UDMCs studied in each upazilla. Out of the 

140 targeted personnel, 134 personnel were interviewed, of which 53 were male, including 

chairmen, government officers and NGO workers, and 81 were female members. One of these 

women was the chairman of her UDMC, two were government officials and three were NGO 

workers. The rest of the female respondents were general members and vulnerable women 

representatives. 

A majority of the interviewed respondents agreed that men and women are impacted 

differentially and that it was vitally important that women take active roles in the UDMCs. 

Women, especially in the more conservative areas of Bangladesh need an outlet and supportive 

body where they can share their health, hygiene and reproductive problems, and it is imperative 

to provide them such outlets through active participation in the UDMCs. Women members can 

also assist other women in their unions to share their issues and concerns without hesitation.

Respondents also noted the need for women members to become more aware of climate change 

and disaster impacts, and how they can impact women differently than men. Awareness is critical 

for women in the community so that they can be prepared to face disaster situations without 

compromising themselves or their families and households. This awareness, respondents claimed, 

could only be provided to them by knowledgeable and active female members of a UDMC, 

through structured and highly experienced means. 

Yet the study also found that there is a significant gap in the perceptions of the roles and 

responsibilities that women play in the UDMCs between male and female respondents. While a 

little more than half the women respondents mentioned that they play a role in distributing relief 

after disasters, a significant number of the chairmen and government officials said that women 

are involved in this process. This discrepancy can contribute to ideas that women are more 

involved than they really are, and that there is no need to empower female members further in 

playing more active roles and increasing their responsibilities in delivering support to their 

communities. It is also possible that women are likely less active in these tasks delivery as the 

leadership and more responsibilities are assigned to men. 

The study further suggests that male counterparts seldom encourage women members to get 

actively involved in activities, although the larger portion of the male members interviewed 

expressed strong views in supporting women members. All female respondents iterated the 

importance of women members participating in activities such as disaster risk reduction planning, 

raising awareness, helping and aiding women, children, and the disabled, and in damage 

assessment activities post-disaster.

Conclusive data from the field findings show that the female members of the UDMCs across the 

study areas are, in most cases, not participating in the activities of the committee as the guideline 

prescribe. Participation for most women has come down to mere presence in the meetings, and 

most women do not voice their opinions in the proceedings of the meetings. The women who do 

raise suggestions and opinions explained that their words are seldom heeded, and eventually they 

stop raising their voices altogether. In addition, researchers in the field have witnessed and 

reported cases of intimidation from male members toward female members, and noted instances 

of misadministration in the participation of women members. 

Yet, the study has also uncovered positive potential for future exploration, where women 

reported having active and comprehensive participation. There were UDMCs found in the field 

where women’s opinions were not only heeded but actively put into action, and male members 

encouraged further dynamic participation of their female counterparts. 
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Another study identi�es that in Bangladesh, women form 49 percent of the population and are more 
vulnerable than men generally to all kinds of disasters and climate-related impacts due to gender inequalities in 
various social, economic, and political institutions (Huq and Ayers 2008). Men tend to control income 
distribution, property, access to credit, decision-making processes, and sources of food. Women have limited 
access to, and control over, natural resources, �nances, and more importantly, are less mobile and have limited 
access to information. For example, when the massive cyclone hit Bangladesh in 1991; the death rate for 
women was almost �ve times higher than for men (Huq and Ayers 2008). Men were able to warn each other as 
they met in public spaces, but they rarely communicated information to the rest of the family (Bangladesh 
Development Research Centre 2013). Disasters that did not exist few decades ago, such as extreme rainfall, have 
emerged in many eco-zones in Bangladesh, and communities, especially women, are struggling to endure the 
impacts (Huq and Ayers 2008; Shahid 2011). 
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This section contains an analysis of various relevant literature to understand the role of UDMC members and 
explore relevant speci�cs to this research. There has been a number of studies conducted on the capacity 
development of various stakeholders and enhancing local level engagement with communities to increase 
resilience, the roles of local leadership to address disasters, and the importance to have gender inclusive 
disaster management action-plans (CCC 2009; Ginige et al. 2009; Ikeda 2009; CDMP 2012, Shaw et al. 2013). 
There are also a number of reports, case studies and success stories from various national governmental and 
non-governmental coordinated efforts to reducing disasters risks and building resilience in communities across 
Bangladesh that are re�ecting optimistic outcomes (DIPECHO VII; NARRI Consortium; Second National 
Communication 2012). Severe cyclones, particularly in 1970 and 1991, led to immense loss of lives and 
livelihoods (Ouderm 2007; NOAA 2012). However, since disaster risk reduction and capacity building 
programmes development and implementation, human mortality from cyclones, has been reduced (Adger et al. 
2003; Haque et al. 2012; Shaw et al. 2013). 

As there is a continued demand to minimize livelihoods and infrastructural loss, as well as reducing 
vulnerability from disasters and climate change, continued efforts and research initiatives are needed to 
address the disaster-related challenges, particularly those induced by climate change (Haque et al. 2012; Sendai 
Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015 - 2030). However, the distinctiveness of this research on women’s 
role in UDMCs is that it provides an understanding of how gender-balanced and enhanced women leadership 
can contribute strongly and effectively for better management and reduction of disasters risks. 

The Department of Disaster Management of the Government of Bangladesh has recently developed a 
Community Based Disaster Preparedness Institutionalization Model to ensure the development and 
implementation of a synergized system that will strengthen the capacities of local and national institutions 
working on disaster risk reduction and management across the nation (NARRI 2013). The report from this 

initiative identi�es the role of UDMCs as a coordinating, reviewing, and implementing body on disaster 
management, initiating activities on behalf of unions, including keeping children, the elderly, women, persons 
with disability, and other vulnerable individuals under special consideration. The report elaborates the role of 
UDMC members and their responsibilities in broad context, without indicating the speci�c role of women 
members of the committee.   

In the National Plan of Disaster Management 2010-2015 and the Climate Change and National Gender Action 
Plan (2013), concerns on gender-biased actions were recognized and speci�c emphasis was given to ensuring 
effective promotion of gender equality and women’s empowerment in disaster risk reduction initiatives. This 
understanding at policy level has been translated into the inclusion of women’s representation in UDMCs. 
Whether they can play an effective role and practice leadership with freedom is explored through this study. 

The National Alliance for Risk Reduction and Response Initiative (NARRI) Consortium of international NGOs in 
their Disaster Preparedness programme (DIPECHO VII), sponsored by the European Commission’s Humanitarian 
Aid Department, reported that there had been training and workshop sessions arranged for UDMCs along 
disaster management committees at district, upazilla and ward levels that addressed importance of gender 
inclusive action plans and activities (DIPECHO VII Quarterly 2013). While women members of the committees 
also participated in these sessions, the majority of the participants were male. An effective way of addressing 
gender issues and women’s empowerment is through engaging with male community leaders where men can 
play a signi�cant role in addressing gender inequalities and discrimination such as UN Women’s HeForShe 
campaign. Nevertheless, direct engagement with women for equal participation of both genders in addressing 
disasters and reducing risks is particularly important to ensure active engagement of women in 
decision-making and leadership. 
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TABLE 1

Structure of a Union Distaster Management Committe (UDMC) 
Source: Department of Disaster Management, 2013

(i) Union Parishad Chairman
1 Chairperson

(ii) Members of the Union Parishad
12 Members

(iii) Teacher Representative (nominated by Chairman)
1 Member

Worker, Representative of Social welfare department)
7 Members

(v) Representative of Vulnerable Women (nominated by Chairman)
1 Member

(vi) Representative fo the Cyclone Preparedness Program (in appropriate case)
1 Member

(vii) Representative of Bangladesh Red Crescent Society (in appropriate case)
1 Member

(vii) Representatives of NGOs 
(one representative each from each local, national and international NGOs nominated by the  
Chairman)
3 Members

(ix) Representative of the Peasant and Fisherman Society (If no society, person will be nominated by Chairman)
2 Members

(x) Socially Reputed Persons or Civil Society Representatives (Nominated by the Chairman)
2 Members

(xi) Representative of Freedom Fighter (Nominated by Upazila Freedom Fighters Command Council)
1 Member

(xii) Imam/Priest/Other religious leader (Nominated by Chairman)
2 Members

1 Member

(xiv) Secretary, Union Parishad
1 Member Secretary
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UDMC member speaks in a UDMC Meeting
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responsibilities?

If not, why is this so?

13. In your opinion, what do you think can be done to increase the participation of women members in the above 
mentioned activities?

Thank You for Your Valuable Time

Yes  No

Roles and Responsibilities  Yes If yes, how? No If no, why?

Rescue Measures

Relief Collection

Relief Distribution

Disaster Risk Reduction Plan

Improve awareness of people,
volunteers and relevant
stakeholders on hazards/
disaster, early warning, 
rapid preparedness/coping
measures to reduce risks

Esuring security for women,
children and disabled during
disaster period

Damage assesment during
post disaster period
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